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WHAT MAKES SCHO"OARDS EFFECTIVE?

L. Harmon Zeigler,
University of Oregon

Mir emarks are,based upon two sources ofeta: a systematic urvey-of

school board members-and superintendents in randomly selected districts, and

a nine-month, in depth study. of eleven school districts. The data collection

strdtegyjs somewhat complex, but hopefully4rovides a comprehensive view of

school board and superintendent behavior.

The first phase the project was to select a large sample in order to

-

,-provide sufficient breadth. We believed that.tose studies of school govern-

ance suffered because of lack of generalizability. 82 /boards and superinten-

dents were selected, and all board members and superintendents were in er-

viewed\in'two=hour sessions. Additionally augmented this sample with sim-
.

ildr interviews in the thirteen largest Standard Metropolitan Statistical:

Areas. 'pie sample, as finally' constituted, rAiges from the largest to the

smallest schoo district

Having achi ved a realistic level of generalizability, we recognized that

we were sacrificing depth fir breadth.4iThus; we _conducted research in the sm

smaller eleven distre sample in a substantially.different way, incorporating

both systematic observation ,-f events and periodic recording of participants'

A .

.

perceptions. For nine mont s in 1974-75, -we gathered tha/following inform-

ation:
, _,,

made
(1) Objective record of a statements- n deOpions macro at central

., _.
A.

school board meetings; meetings_ of
-soPerintendent and -his administrative

cabinet, and other formally constitute edia of communication exchange (e.g.',

regional board meetings, public hearings,. c.)..z

4
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I
'(2) Regular\ (weekly) interviews with school board seetings'superin-

tendents; and other senior administrators in order to record all private or

' informal communications. Those who cade presentations at public meetings

were alsq interviewed,concerning their perdeptions of haw t ey had been te-

ceived by school district officials.

Thus, the sample is small, but the amount of information ieitmense.

Unfartunately, claiming title to an overwhelming amount of information

provides little help in addressing the questionof effective school boardi,

as one's-definition of "effective" is subjective. What I regard, as effective

may well be viewed quite differently by the majority of scha board .members.

Researchers are bothered by such terms because they,are 4ductive. It is

temptleirlso try to persuade you to accept my view by dazzling display of

data and analysts. I will make every effort to resist this temptation.

The first task, then) is to describe a variety of possible definitions

of effectivieness. Next, the conditions (envirbni7ental, structural, etc.)

Ssociated with each definition can be listed. Finally, you will have to

assume the-responsibility of reaching your on conclusions. My goal is not

prescription but rather.explanation.
7

,-

- TWO CONTRASTI' NOTIONS OF EFFECTIVENESS
,--

,--

---

Political scientists (inclu ng accustomed to th king of pub-

licly elected bodies, such as school boards, in terms of the extent to which

.
they approximate an "ideal" model of democracy.. Obvious no public body is

the ideal but, by specifying the criteria of t dem06atic process, assessments

are possible. One way to approach the problemAA effectiveness, then, is to

. .
.

. I
.

see,, to what extent sal boards are democratic. The more democratic a bogid
. .

5
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is, the more effective it is judged.

The ideal board, according to the criteria of democracy, exhibits the

following characteristics: _

(1) Competition for'board positions is vigoroni;-cdwpa .gns between

competing candidates are phrased in terms of basic differences in educe-,

tional philosophy.

(2)- Successful candidates seek to implement,their'ideology by

trolling the educational policies of the district.

(3) Board_ members are "responsive" to their constituents,'and Atten-

tive to group demands. They "do what the people want."

(4) The superintendent is Accountable to the people through the board.

Ed does not make policy, but rather implements the policy of the board. He

is a manager.

(5) Thus, a chain of direct accountability is maintained: the super-:

intendant to the board; the board to the community. .

Obviously, public bodies rarely achieve such a level of effectiveness.

Most, howe.rer, accept these criteria as legitimate. School boards are dif-

.'"---ferent not only 111 the attitudes of board members, but also in the function

they perform. They are public bodies, but perform a service for a portion

of the public, ether elan the public at large. Of course,
/
the Oublic at

large ben- t , but the primary clients of the school are student clients)

whom professional services are provided. The welfare of- the client is

a major concern of school boards. Other pUblicly elect ies do not

'perform a specialized service for a limited clientele ounciIs, for

example, serve the entire community and provide litt COtafrpsional service.
*

The-professional model of effectiveness, therefore, bas'filndaMentally

different'criteria:
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(1) Since professional services not be Subject to non-professional

judgment, competitions' for board positions should -not be devisive. Rather,

candidates should seek such positions on the assumption that educational

philosophy is best negotiated without widespread public interest. .

(2) Successful candidates should'not seek to impose their-will upon

the district. The cliitnts of the school, students, did not particpate

in their election.

(3) Therefore, board members need not be responsive to the larger

community or its componalgroups. They should not necessarily do what

"the People" want.

(4) Rather, the board should defer to the s tendent, who has
-"`-/

the requisite4aining and expertise to cake sound decisions. The role Of

the board is largely that of selecting a competent- superintendent.

'(5) Effective boards are those which prbvide sufficient aytonomy.lor
/

a superintendent'to provide appfopriate professional serAces to the clien,

tele of the educational system.

Again, the model°is rarely approximated in real life. However, de-
.

pending upon how one elects to define effectiveness, one can assess one's

own board.. Which model ii."right"? You be the judge. Which model is more

closely approximated in reality? What conditions are associated with each

model? These are questions which I feel competent to answer.

ELECTIONS

4

Most boards are elected by a non- partisa.i, at large systeq. The

tions are staggered, so that no board can ,undergo a complete change of per-

., /

sonnel, and elections are held at timealother than generAl elections. Such

7
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ts, instituted as a consequence of the municipal refOrm
-

movement, were conscioly designed to lower electoral accountability.

Numerous studies have demonstrated that such'electoral systems depress

turnout, and contribute to an election with disproportionate rpp sentation

of upper status groups. School boards are no exception. Com etition for

board positicns is quite limited. Like all public bodies,.the ell - to-do

1
. are over-represented. Compared to the general public, board members have

thosi qualities traditionally endeared in American society. They are more

often male, white, middle aged,,better educated, more prestigiously employed,

Protestant,-devout, Republican, and have been residents longer in their

communities. School board members-also emanated more often from a home where

the father was self-employed and better educatdd than the general public.

-

They came from backgrounds associated with education-rather-than politics.

The presence of close family members in education predisposes individuals

toward board-membership, whereas the presence,of family members in politics

does not.

Additionally; it is a common practice for existing boards to seek out

acceptable candidates. This behavior tends to place similar minds on the

post election board. One need norbelieve in conspiracy to accept the faCt

of -deliberate self perpetuation. Board members may engage in recruiting simply

to develbp any respectable candidates at all! 4vertheless, there is a ten-

.

dency toward "system closure." \,

Such a constraining recruitment system does not prpvide the electorate.

with''Clearly defined alternatives. When laid against,.the ideal monk, school
Ay --

board candidates fall far short, as would probably be the case for most local

offices. In 'manyscases, the voter is left to chobse between two candidates

,
A
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promiting to "provide the best education for the'least money." Even among.

,

those candidates who did discern a difierence with their opponent, few cited

differences concerning the educational program and personnel. The educational

program is what schooling Ts supposed lo be all about.- It is decisions in this

area which are presumed to have ,the most immediate impact upon the students.

Still, the issue is largely absent from board elections.

I am not describing these conditions to condemn them or to praise them.

you regard such a recruittent process7as desirable; I-6teastured. From the

point of view of effectiveness according to the democratic model, the criteria

of open, recurrent and conflict filled elections are poorly met. If this dis-

pleases you, and you wish a more effective board, then the conditions under

which such a situation an b-e-realized_are reasonably clear: those devic

designed to create low levels of competition should be eliminated. ecbions

should be partisan, from wards rather than at large, held simultaneously with

other elections, on a non,staggered-)basis. Our research has clearly indicated
. ,

that, when elections are held under these conditions, competition is improved

qualitatively and quantitatively. Mare seats are contested, more incumbents

are successfully challenged, more candidates regard their Views as in sub-

stantial contrast to those'of their opponents..

From the point of view of democratic theory, vigorous elections are a

sign of political healfh. Boards which display such characteristics ("unre-
, .

formed" boards) are "effective:" However, before we rush to our state legis-k
\

)
latures to demand electoral reconstruction, consider, the impact of political

competition upon the superintendent. Clearly, the involuntary depattUre.of the

.,superintendent creates a crisis for the school board. By giving a clear signal
A

, .

to the superintendent, either by outright refusal to renew a contract or by

4



ng life so difficult that the superintend- t has no choicd but to leave,-

th board_invites on of exist i school-community conflicts. One must

choose sides. Yet involuntary turnover of superintendents is strongly associ-

ated with healthy electoral competition. Is a board which-finds it impossible--

to maintain stable relations With' administrators "effective"? The conditions

for an effective democratic board Seem to contradict the conditiong for an

effectivd professional board,

LAY PARTICIPATION AND BOARD RESPONSE

The notion of "doing what the people want", a key to democratic effect-

/
ivenesd, but not professional effectiveness, is difficult for board members to

A . .
/ achieve, owhetherlor not they agree that,they should dO so/.

,'
Our nine-month s

,

of communication indicates that discussions at board meetings'are almost

plecelyldominated/by the board and administration. Rarely do me

/ pu
//

is spe

y

ers of the

Further, when member of the public use info ods of

commiin at ng wi ..-r. membes, they do so largely as

sona problems or suggestions, rather than propose

dividual

of broad po

are ho-institution4ized mechanisMs for ascertaining what th

e--

/

There

unity wants.*

Organized interest groups and political patties, which p he demand

articulation function in most /political processes, are rel

educational decisiin-making:

y inactive in

Lacking/any linking mechanism, school board members can hardly be faulted

,
for being 'unresponsive.", Still, districts with atich group life do exist. /,

.. c
,/

/

For a pol ital scientist accustomed to the norms of democratic theory; active
/

.

groups are sirable because of their linking function: they chgellel and-
.

articulate mass demands. -Are the boards in such' districts "effective"? Cet-
i

tainly so, judging from the democratic model. Consider, however, the costs

JO
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of such effectiveness. DistriCts with active interest groups are alsq likely
-

to experience: (1) racial conflicti.:,(2) teacher criticism and firings,

(3) financial problems and alfeats, and (4) superintenHent,turnovers.

In any case, board members:are "diginclined!to believe that they view

their role as one of instructed delegate. -Host-board members (and even more

superintendents) regard the appropriate rode of governance as that of trustee. '

That is to say, they do not believe they should represeht thepubliois:Olnion
, ,

.

"nncritically. They see themselves as,best-serving.the public by acting in accord-

ance with their own jtidgmene (tl.) public, incidentally; disagrees), However,

our evidence indicates that their own judgment is mopt often out of harmony

with fhe views of the public. Boards do not do what "the people" want becauSel-

(f) they do not believe they -should, (2) they dg not know what the people want,

(3) even they-did, theyeprobably'would not modify theirviews. Is such a

board--insulated from public expeciationsless effective than- One that is the
, 4

uncritical mirror oE public opinion? 41114n, it deptnds.- ohrds which do seek

to-represent the public are more likelyee oppcie the s etintendent., Such a '

.

the-wishes" ef

lay constituents, the professional stAhdards of '`the superintendent, will beless

*.

significant; If a board regards itself as a trustee, eed-Of e constraints

.0E public opinion, it willbe more responsive to superin ende t idadershipo.'

tt.,_

consequence is natural. If a board sdbk4,to bas'

,

All the'suPerintendent need di) is convince the board that,

the 'best interests ,of public education. Which lead shou the board f011OW1

s poSition is in, 34\4

THE BOARD dirtHE SUPERINTENDENT

,

In most cases, the board elects to follow the leadership of the,super-

intendent. One might argue that the superintendent "re resents" the Public,

4*
,

F.

do.
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and thus theboard,
.

in following his Seaderthip, does no Violence to,democ-

,

,
il .

: ,

.racy. In facti the educational views of the superintendent are even less con-
.....,

. 11
. v .

w

gruene with the public's than are thoAe of`the board. Further, tht superin-
/

..

'ten.dent's informal communication'is F iheavily biased in favor oi parehts,Yho

agree wi th his position. Most informal communication is supportive,and,not
. ; -:0

representative of the 'community. The informal communicatio&of the hoard.is .

, * .
, .

somewhat more diverse. So, when boardt,acctde to tile eRpertite of the super-
,

. #.

'

'--

intendea they do so at the eXpenteof representing the pd tic:

#
The.extent toyhieh,b6drds are subordinate to thesn intendent is ;hotly

debated. I have written on several occasions that b6ards do not govern, but

rather legitimate, orratify,the policy recommendations of the suoerinten-
t

dent. Such a position is not uncontested. Superintendents have recently

lamented that their policy supremacy is- slipping, and that. their position'is

beleaguered. I believe thathe authority of the superintendent .is declining,
..

, .
- .. '.:.

but not as ,a consequence of a
4
resurgence of beard influence. Rather, superin7'

tendents are constrained-by forces oriiinating,beyondithedistrict Ousigg

requirements, Title' I 'guidelines, etc .).

While these are exceptions, I still argue that,boards.do t pppose

7 'policyA. 'and rely upon the superintendent to administer Oa

'suPerintendent,propo

-set the 'agehda, a

be discussed

inia negati,

discuste

.4 .

Rather,, the

s s policy 'and the board tatifies.it.' uperintenden

tally important function. The power to .decide

-..

important in a positive and a negative sense.
...

It is iftpoit n
g;

, , .
1

e sense.becaute it indludes,the.power to decide what 112.2...hot.
. ,

g ,

,
' . ',

,.

'In the absence of discuSosiOn, the status quo continues. It is i.p..

portan r in a positivd.sense because whoever decides,yhat will be discussed 7'
. 4.

, /-
.also tends to establish toumdaries and'rulles of discussion. The pove*Kto

k.
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the topics and

troller of the

adopted, Our r

for preparation

sible for the i

rforthal agenda.

with adminiStra

for the board.

._10

polidy alternatiVes which be-entertained ,gives thqueon-
,

agenda considerable power in determining whit policies will be

esearch sought to ascertain not.only the formal resipsibility

of A parliamentary agenda, but also who actually was reepop-0..
%.

ssue being raised. Obviously, the superintendent -sets the

4%.1r evidence also indicates Wet the superintendentin concert
,/0

tilirstaffiets about 9O% of the fore i and informal agenda

We `also learned that; having set-the-agenda, superintendents

provide policy recommendations about' 95 percent of the time. His re'dommenda-
..

tions are adopted, usually unanimously, ahout.94.pe nt of the time.. Such a
.

record Of success .would be the envy of any governor, mayor, or president, and-

is all the tore remarkahle.because the superintendent is the legal employee

'of the boyd. '0 -
4.'

A T

. . 1 .
.*

AOse should nit ignore the very real possibility_that superintendents are

- ,

more constrained than their thert behavior would suggest. The may avoid -Iklac-'

.ing items on the agenda when it appearg likely they Will fade substantial.....*
t,

'

-

. i. .
.

opposition. They may communicate informally with board membersIta achslievp
i % . .

consensus prior to the tormal meetings. Thus, substantial bargaining, nego-
.

e
.\

.

tiation, and compromise may cur. By the time the issue is made'public,
. . -

- .

differences between the.b6ard and the superintendehtsaxe -removed. - '

Chile such bargaining. does occur, it is not the rule. oriitorrng
. ,

-,
-.of informal comiunicafions does not indicate that pre - public negotiation is,

a widespread practice.' Rather', I believe that Rub.j.ic. ,behaVier and private
*

:behairloi are quite Lay boards of education find it difficult_ to mate
.

. . .

the resources and ioertise of superintendents and are inclined to defer%-to.

: .
.

thm. Iftdependent-_staffs:for boards are stitill scarce, `so the superintendent's

, . .. . .
. .

,, .office 'is We basio.spurce of information. Often,.superiatendents, when they
.

.

.

.. 1.j -'.
. ..-. ..i
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et -

-propose a policy, do ykot provide a rationale fdr an opposing, poblint of view.

r

Thus, the 'board mustchoose between the well developed arguments of the

superintendegit, ori nothing.

Are such boards'"effeative"? No, from thedemocratic model; yes; from
s

the professional model. Boardswhich do...challenge the superintendent are
4

dadrst likely,to.be hIghly_politicized, both structurally.(e.g., they are fleeted

by partisan ballot from wards), and emotionally (they are found in communities

undergoing severed conflict). In h y politicized atmospheres, the expert.

resources,
of the spperintendent are not highly-regarded. If one regards a

e

board wl4ch successfully constrains the swerintendent as effective, then ,

- .

-- .,

la*
.:

4,0ses of pokitical.structureand *political conflict are prescribed.
.t

(

Alto, suchoards are likely -tube fbund.infisCally dependent districts.
4

If One believes that effectivecluerds are those which provide maximumfreedom

. ..

for dte superintendents, the politics should be,kept out of education.

- . .

The separation of education and politics,-a major the in the ideology-.

of American e f tatiOnergArneince, clearly enhances the rolA of the super-
.

. 1

intendent. if One adopts a professional, as opposed to'd dembcratic moder
, .

the status <is quite satisfactory. Boardeof education.are; in most cases,

. .

not comparable to lea ati'Ve assemblies. That is, they db not divide into
..

\ _
stable4actions,and Initiate-policy. Thesuperint041e4t, trained for the job,

..
.,

is.the central actor. 4
a

However, evetqf one accepts the.professional model, be aware of'its-

coats. Insulation may free the s uperintendent from community constraints, but .

it does not equip him, or the bOard,

Conflict, "normal" in most ,political
.

A

to dealt efficiently with rancorous conflict. -1

arenas, is difficult to accept -in educa-

tional policy-r' nifile. Thus; when a controversy erupts,,districtofticials

frequently prove. incapable of effective conlli

;

-

nagement. 'Thus, "crisis"
AO'
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decision-making occurs, ironically, more ofte:14.:n-education than in other

public arenas because the professional' model is predicafed upon he
lassumption

.

of unity. An effective board, by professional standardS; may find itself.para-

alyzed b/ conflict. An effective boardf in democratic terts4may find conflict

)

easy to manage.

Both models okeffective boards have costs and benefits. .Carried to

thisextreme, the logic of the democratic model reduces.the tuperintendent

. to the role of clerk (as he once was). The professional model reduces !lairds

to the role of cheer leaders for the administration Oas'some,' but not all, arm.):

School governance is schizophrenic, a$ it invo-ives both public soodand pro-. ,

fessional service. No other unit of governor: carries sugh a..burden. Perhaps,

then, the most effective board is one that Si an appropriate mixture.of the

two Models. SUch a task is wdrthy of the tale:Its of the most-skilled practi-

tioners orthe art of governance.

.!

.4

. ,


